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Pelat1onsh1ps Between Expert and Nov1ce

Performance in DPisciplinary wr1t1nd and ead1nq

Ohe of the most fruiffui ideas to emerge iﬁ cbmbaéiéiéﬁ

ar se communlties.
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Siome rhetbritians (e;éq" B1’ze11 and Bartholomae) have argued

persuastvely that the mission of freshman compus1t1on should be

to initiate students into the academic discourse community: But
if one tries to carry out that mission, one quickly realizes that
the uhiversity is composed not of one but of many discourse

commun1t1es, each wtth its chararter1st1f methods of 1nqu1ry, its

that Pnowledge, and its preferred

il

represent1ng anc transnittin
styles of writing. For example, even within the social sciences,
wh1ch m1qht at f1rst be thought of as -Dmprlslnq ohe d1srourse

-0mmun1ty, there is a range of methodo*og1es fron the most
rigorously quantitative to the most 1nd1v1GUa11y qua11tat1ve,
these methodoiog1es result in Rnowledge that i represented in

very different kinds of written reports==from demographic studies

with humerous tables and charts arc companiéd by rather dry prose

to ethnographies such as Clifford Geertz’s, noted both for their

perrept1veness of observat1on and their iyiit beauty of style.
initiéting StUdéntS ints this one dzscourSe -ommunlty alone

eal of time and effort: add to that the

all

would reduire a great

numer ous other discourse communitiss at the un1vers1ty, and ynu
have a formidable taék i f you hope to help students achieve any
level oF expertise in the writing of academic disciplines.

Obviously, it is a task that Enaglish departmehts alone cannot
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accomplish. 1In fact, some critics say English teachers Rave no

business trying to teach students to write for any discourse
communities except the onés inhabited by literary critics or E.
B. White-style essayists: To teach students about the o?iting of
any other discourse community, they say, is to teach a mere

"service course." Let each discipline teach its own students how

to write, they tell us.

My reply to this charge is that English teachers may be

better suited ts the task of introducing studen

discourse of other academic disciplines than the expert

practitioners of the discipline are—-provided the English

teachers are willing to consider that discourse on its own terms
and not as a degraded or ihferior species of writing that needs

to be regenerated. Consider with me for a moment that the
discourse of any discipline is something like a regional dialect,
say the unique dialect of Taxas. If you were o move to Texas

from Pennsylvania and you wanted to be taken for a native Texan,
so that you wouldn’t have to suffer the aspersions frequently

cast on Yankees, you might try to master the Texas dialect. If
you tried to do this, you would fare well or ill depending pn the

natural ability of your ear and tongue to master the

pronunciations, rhythms, veocabulary items, and S5 on that aii

make up the dialect. And, of course, it would take time to
acquire the dialect simply through trial and error. You might
speed up the process; however, by asking a linguist who has

ééuaiéd the éiéiééé éﬁ Eéacﬁ you wﬁéf éﬁé khnows. The iiﬁéﬁisf

herself might not be a native Texan, but because she has been
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trained to observe, analyze, and explain the features of
dialects; she is probably a better teacher thah most habives

would be; since their own spesch is to them something so
familiar, something they are so enveloped in; that they cannot
step back from it; observe it; and talk about it if teFims that

mlqht help an outsrder to master 1t The natives Eﬁéw éﬁ
sutsider when fhey hear ohe, Eut I'11 bet most of them wouldn’t
know how to teach the outsider the dialect by any means but

imitation. Imitation is a time-honored method, it’s true, but
it’s slow and only as good as the native abilities of master and
pupii.

Admiéfadiy; my analogy oversimplifies things somewhat, but

cnnsider that € pert members 'f an academic d1scourse comwun1ty
are 11Pe the native speakers bf ; a;ale-t. The evPerts’ written
discourse is marked by many features that identify them as
expert. But their ways of writing are so familiar, so natural s
them that soméiiméé Eﬁé experts, like the native éééékers; Tan’t
rééiiy tell the novice how to write——except to dio ac they da.
This; becoming an expert in the writing of an academic discipline
Uéﬁéiiy requires gbmééﬁihg ii&é an abbPéhéiEeéﬁié (see Steveh
Toulmin and ﬁaité? Weimer oh this Eéiﬁéi; iﬁ whitﬁ tﬁé hbvité,
over a perind of time, gradually masters the disciourse featurss
fhat mar k ﬁiﬁ as an expérf; Eah fhié pro-éss be hastened?
ééV;ﬁﬁSiy I fhiﬁﬁ SD. I th1nL that an Enqliéﬁ tea-her, like my
hypothet1ua1 11nqu1st, can speed up the hovice’s a-qu1s1t1on Df
thé "dialect" of a discourse tommunify by abéé?viﬁg, aﬁaiyéiﬁa,

and teaching its salient features. Lef me explain how by
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referring first to what others have said and then £m a simple

experiment of my nwh.
In the December 1986 issue of CCC, Leslie Moore and Linda

Feterson describe a freshman writihng course at Yale in which they
taught students to analyze discourse conventions in hon-literary

texts from art history, anthropology, biology; literature,

help students write "authentic texts of their own" (467 for

disriplines other than English, sven though they as teachers were
not experts in theése other disciplines. Such an accomplishment

is possible, Moore and Peterson say, "for if English faculty

cannot bring a khowledge of the content . . . of various
disciplines to the composition rclassroom; they can bring
somethihg else that is essential: an understanding of hiow

conventions operate in a piece of written discourse® (466-7). For

the different kinds of discourse they analyzed, they always asked

the same questions about structure; style, strategies for

presenting evidence, and the kinds nf evidence allcwed or

disallowed: They also asked colleagues ih other departments for

help in devising assignments, and they invited a few nf these

pProfessors to lecture to the class about how their discipline’s
discourse conventions shape their ideas as well as their prose.

Moore and Feterson’s approach rests on the belief that

cohventions are not superficial, but rather are intimately linked

to the epistemolnogical assumptions of the discipiine, i.e., to

its assumptions about the origin and nature of knowledge: I

completely agrée with this belief, since in my dissertation I

6
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explore the connectichs between éﬁistemblﬁgy and rhetoric in

three research reports from the socxal sciences. Sihce last fall

I have also been teééhihé a cour se sim1lar to Moore and

Peterson’s, in which I try to make students aware o5f how
thihhihg; reading, and writihé are reiated in a number of
atéd mic d1sc1p11hes 1hn1ud1hq thlzsh lxtetary study. My

students and I read expert dzscourse from d1ffLrent d1sc1p11nes

and analyze it using the classical offices 5f rheforic——
invention, arrangement, and style. I define invention rather

broadiy ts include the appl:-atzon of varisus research methods

which ali éeheréte data to be repbrted ih writiﬁg. Thus; we
contrast texts that were invented by different methods—-by

11brary research, by 1ntervxews, by observat1cns, by eAperlments,

and so on: We contrast how dlffereht d1s-1p11hes organize data

inn their reports——whether they use h1qh1y standardized formats

with rﬁutihé Héadiﬁgs or whether they allow writers more freedom

in imposing an organizaticon on the materi al. And we cohtrast the

tyiés of various d dxs-1p11nes’ texts——whether they seem

ni

aéjéEEiVé or nbjective, farmai or infbrmai, dry and boring or

0

alive and inviting=—and we talk about why th: style might be the

way it is because of the discipline's assumptions about the
arigin and nature of knowledge:
Not only do the students read and analyze different

d1sc1p11nes’ d1s:ourse, but they also attenpt to wr1te s1mp1e

bébérs such as Eiéht ciome out ﬁf a few of thGSe d1 -1p11hes. One

assanment I have used three times now calls 5n the students tis

thlnk and write 1 ke survey soc1ﬁ10g1sts. Now, when I tell some

;




6

o f m/ colleaques 1n Enqi:sh that I an try1ng to get my students

to write tike so-xoidq1sts, they reply——half in jest, hatf in

horrur——"Why would anyone want t0°" This reply betrays the

w1de1y held be11ef that LOﬂVéﬂtIOﬂS are merely superf1c1 1 it

bét?ays the attitude that the inelegant style of somée—-but not

aii——soc1olog1sts’ writing is just the evidence we need to say

it’e nat worthwhile to 1éarh the other conventions of

i

socinlogical writing. But such an attitude alss says it’s nit

wurthwh11e to understand the epistemoclogy that informs

soczoinqxuai wr1t1nu, that 1t;§ not worthwh11e to bother to

Dmmun1nate w1th S log1sts.

ﬁeiieVind tﬁéé it okthwhlle fior students to understand

e
nii

how mu h knnwledqe Ur1ginates and is transmltted in so-1b10qy, I

assan hy students tio des1an a qUest1onna1re about Some 1mportant

issue Dh campus and survey a limited number of their fellow

students. Prior tos carrying out the survey we discuss the

advantaqes and d1sadvantaaes of th1s method of gaining knowiedqe,

quest1unna1re des1qn and administration. Students collabbtéte nn

th1s ass1qnment in qroups of four or f e; this collaboration has

the adVantaqe of he1p1nq them de51an a more romplete, less

anblgu“us questlonna1re and nf giving them a bigger set nf data

to draw conclusions from:. It also give them the experience of

working; as many academic writers do, in teams. 1 lbdk over each

questlﬁnna1re before 1t is dup11Lated and handed uut on Campus.

When the surveying is completed, the students tabulate the dafé,

analyze it, and begin to draw conciusions. Then they write th

[, I



report, attempting to use the structure, tone, and style of gmod

sn-1010q1La1 wr1t1ng.

Now these questions naturaily arise: How well can a non-

sorloloalst 11ke me teach other non—so-xﬁlﬁqxsts llse my students
to create knowiedqe and then represent 1t in a wr1tten text the

way a sociologist would? How well can I, an admitted non-expert,

assess whether or not my students have achieved that aim? Can I
read sociolongical writing as a sociologist would? To check

myself both as teaLher and evexuator, earlier th1s semester I

asked a prufesrxonal s0-1010q1st to evaluate my students’

reports. His ihst?uttibﬁs wer e s1mp1y to ranL the ten papers
from "most expert" to "ieast expe t" based on his 3udgment of

three factors: soundness of research, trédibiiity of claims
arqued for, and quaiity of W?itiﬁé. Iﬁdebeﬁaeﬁtiy of him, I

ranked thém tHé same way and tﬁéﬁ met with him later to discuss

our evaluations. H1s rani1nq is -omparbd tio mivie in F1gure 1.

As you can see, the papers are 1dent1f1ed by 1etters- the

s i oloq1st’s raanr gs are in the first calumn of numbers: and

mine, inh the second. Fuour of the rank1nqs were essentxally the

sameé. The socinlogist considered papers A and F a fié for the

most expert; whereas I cohsidered them first and second; we
agreed on fﬁé least expert paper;, paper E, and on the middle one,

paper I. Comparing the other rankings, you will see that sur

rankings vary by she, twd, or three. Fapers © and i3 show the

ar e test d1spar1ty ir ranPlnq, and the d1s-uss1un we had reveals
why. Papeér i3, which I ranked fourth and he ranksd seventh, was a

survey on smokers’ and non-smiokers’ behaviors and attitudes: The
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results of the survey were very surpr1s1na to me: the stdéeﬁtg
found that smokinq behavior doesn’+ sp11 right down the middle

group of what

ali

between smskers and hbh—éhbkéféj there is a thir

m1aht be ralled orraslonai or SOLIal smok#rs, and this érhUb

aiiteQ ttééif nmuch more w1th non-smoters in 1ts att1tudes and
beliefs about the harmfulness of smoking, the wisdem of current

movements to priotesct the rights of non-smokers, and so on. The

students also found that smokers exhibit some interesting

patterns of cognitive dissonance in the ways they indicated their

agreement or d1' agreement with statements on the attitude part of

tﬁ§ §uf9€9. I found thé;e results very 1ns1qhtfu1 and new, but

to my surpr1se the sociclogist found them a11 obvinus and oié

hat The d1ffervn-e is that he has read a lot of surVey resear-h

oh smbking éhd I héVé not, so the paper didn’t have the same

"surprise value" for the two of us. Part of beihg an expert in a
discipline obviously includes khowledgs of the existing

literature.

On paper ©; ﬁHi:H he ranked third and I rahked sixth, the

d1fferenre resulted friom his be1nq 1mp réssed with the

methodﬁlnq1cal soph1st1-at1on of the students’ questlﬁnnalre and

my béihg uhimb?éSSéd with a fair number of pSBFiy Lunstrurted

seéntences reporting comparative percentages: I did rea11 e the

students’ questinhnaire was more amb1t1uus and bettér constructed
than some of the others, but I thought that stylistic

infelicities too frequently interfered with their reporting of
Stherwise significant findings. This is hot to suggest that the

Qi

iz

HH

SDn"IDil‘iglst was DbllVlf’lUS tll Styllstll pf’ﬁblems in the wrlting, I

10



found him to be hot at all like the sterectypical socislogist
English teachers imagine with such horror-—8hamsred of 1ona,

complex sentences cast ih passive voice; and so ch: As we

compared comments and ma%kihgs oh the style of the papers, time

after time we had noted the same problems. But on bépé? T he was

more willing to forgive the style problems because he thought its

authors were thirking much more like sociologists than many of

the other students. The soticlogist’s attituds toward this paper
riay suggest why expert socinlogists are more tolerant of what

Englisk teachers condemn as bad Style: the sociclogists are
better able tu appreciate what is said in spite of how it may be
written. (The socinlogist in this study remarked, however, that

it would be much more pleasant to read the research in his field

if more sociologists tried harder to use a clear and simple

I haven’t time % explain all of the differences in oar

rankings, but I would like to note that in spite of the

differences, the overall Spearman rank correlaticn betwssn our

tws orderings of the papers was :83: A perfect correlation weuld

be 1:0, so a correlation of .83 is markedly better than that
which would be due to chance: I don’t wish tm generalize tioo

grandly from this small study; since it is based =h just tws

people’s rankinags of ten 'péiji{-irg for one discourse community. But

I think the results do suggest that if an English teacher is

features 5f ancther

T

h

i

udy

ot

willing to invest time to s

discipline’s discourse and to understand how thiose features arow

out of the discipline’s methiods and epistemoligical assumptions,
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then that English teacher can at least introducé Siudeits £5 the

discourse communi i:y of th (= d isc 1 pi 1 ne. Moreover y the sncind 'Eiéi st
assured me he didn't think I was presuming to encroach on his

territory; in fact; he welcomed this attempt to associate w?itihg
with sociological inquiry anog i’éé‘gbhiﬁgy Sayihij that too often

students come ti Sp-inmlogy courses khowing only how to write

about books and their own experiences.
1 can imagine that some people would mutter, "Well, of
course he welcomes this-~you're teaching a service course for

sociclogy.” But I beg to differ. Students are the ones beéing
served heré, because thne course as I teach it includes mucH more

than Sbtiéiééi&éi thinking and writing; it attewpts ta give
general strategies for analyzing and ﬁkddutiﬁg the discourse iof

any discipline. The premise of this whaole endeavir is that
reading and N?iéiﬁé are fundamental to the wark of the acadenmy:

It is through reading and writing that the members of the ac ademy

carry oh the various conversations that; in effect, define the
disciplines. If students are to be able to enter intelligently

ints thess conversations with seome degree of ease and speed,
somenne has to help them see how the conversations differ from

e ancther: And since the conversations are nearly all

conducted inm English—-—just in different dialects, as it wer

[ (N

doesn’t it make sense that that someone pDe an English teacher? I

and the base of university studies. We can make it even moreso

y being willing to expand cur area of expertise to include the

ol

analysis and production =f all kinds of written texts.

Prakl
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FIGURE 1
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Spearman rank correlation co-efficient = .83
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